6	PROLOGUE	[middle east
the steep gradients of the Lebanon, where the car-
riages tilted so sharply on the curves that the build-
ings by the way seemed leaning towers, A glimpse
of the famous cedars, which grow now only in one
small district, was disappointing. Nothing is more
noticeable throughout what was once the Ottoman
Empire than the absence of forests. Macedonia,
Thrace, Syria, Palestine, and Iraq are all for the
most part treeless, except for the revenue-bearing
date-palm, and became so during the four centuries
of Ottoman dominion. The only real forest I saw
on the whole of my wanderings from Belgrade to
the Persian Gulf was at the monastery at Decani in
Albania, forty miles from the nearest road, where
the influence of the Russian Orthodox Church had
been too strong for Ottoman neglect and destruo
tiveness. Afforestation is slow and costly, and it
will be many years before these regions regain their
ancient forests, and the Lebanon its cedars.
Beyond the watershed of the Lebanon the
character of the country changed, The seaward
slopes, with their terraces, their sandstone houses
and their occasional dark cypresses gave way to the
wide valley of the Beka'a, once the high-road from
Assyria and Babylonia to Egypt, On cither side
of the line lay acres of prostrate vines* Higher up
the slopes were rows of pollard mulberries grown
for silk, and far away across the valley rose Hermon-,
flecked with snow, After Rayaq, the junction for
Baalbek and Aleppo, the train crawled along the
valley seeking a way through the Anti-Lebanon to
Damascus* By its side ran, the River Abana^ here
but a tiny stream, bordered with grass* which led
it to a gorge in the bare hills. Down in the gorge
poplars and fruit trees grew along the banks to a

